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Wetlands Protection

The Issue

Several laws, Executive Orders (EQ), and regulations have
been enacted or established to protect wetlands which the
General Services Administration (GSA) must follow in its
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) compliance ef-
forts. This fact sheet provides an overview of those require-
ments as they pertain to GSA, describes common features
and types of wetlands, and details the important role wet-
lands play in ecosystems.

Wetlands Protection

Executive Order 11990

In 1977, President Jimmy Carter issued EQ 11990, entitled
“Protection of Wetlands." This EO applies to GSA’s leases,
teasefconstruction projects, and acquisitions. EO 11990 in-
structs each Federal agency to avoid new construction in
wetlands uniess the agency finds there is no practicable al-
ternative to construction in the wetland, and the proposed
construction incorporates all possible measures to limit harm
to the wetland. Agencies should use economic and enviren-
mental data, agency mission statements, and any other per-
tinent information when deciding whether or not to build in
wetlands. EO 11990 recognizes the importance of public
participation by directing each agency to have an early pub-
lic review of plans for new construction in wetlands.

The Clean Water Act

The Clean Water Act (CWA} sets the basic structure for regu-
lating discharges of pollutants to U.S. waters. Section 404
of the CWA establishes a Federal program to regulate the
discharge of dredged and fill material into waters of the U.S.,
including wetlands. Responsibility for this program is shared
by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers (USACE). USACE oversees the
day-to-day administration of the program and issues per-
mits for construction in wetlands. EPA is responsible for the
overall implementation of the program and developing guide-
lines for reviewing permits. EPA also actively reviews Sec-
tion 404 permit applications. The United States Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS) also has important advisory re-
sponsibilities under Section 404,

Compliance with Section 404 guidelines must be explicitly
demonstrated before USACE will issue a permit. GSA's per-
mit application must show it has:

e taken stepsto avoid wetland impacts where
practicable;

e minimized potential impacts to wetlands;
and

e compensated for those impacts which were
unavoidable through restoration or creation
of new wetlands.

Wetland permit applications are rigorously ex-
amined by USACE, EPA, USFWS and the
public. The EPA Administrator alsc has the
authority to veto a permit issued by USACE
in cases where EPA believes there would be
an unacceptable adverse impact on munici-
pal water supplies, shellfish beds and fisher-
ies, wildlife and/or recreational areas. State
and local governments often have additional
taws and regulations that must be followed.
In fact, permit applicants must obtain state
water quality cerlifications before a Section
404 permit can be issued.

Coastal Zone Management Act

The Coastal Zone Management Act (CZMA)
states there is a national interest in the effec-
tive management, beneficial use, protection,
and development of the coastal zone. It fur-
ther declares it is national policy to preserve,
protect and develop, and where possible to
restare or enhance the resources of the
Nation's coastal zone. Public access to coastal
zones is protected under the Act. “"Coastal
zone” includes the coastal waters and the ad-
jacent shore lands “strongly influenced by each
other and in proximity to the shorelines of the



several coastal states, and includes islands, transi-
tional and intertidal areas, salt marshes, wetlands,
and beaches.” This includes coastal waters and shore
lands of the Great L.akes.

Under the Act, when a GSA development project af-
fects any land or water use or natural resource of a
coastal zone, GSA must ensure the project is, to the
maximum extent practicable, consistent with the
staie's coastal zone management program. Thisin-
cludes activities in areas outside coastal zones but
directly or indirectly affecting adjacent or downstream
coastal management zones. To this end, GSA must
provide to the relevant State agency a determina-
tion which examines the action’s consistency with
the State's coastal zone management program. The
CZMA encourages states to exercise their full au-
thority over the lands and waters in the coastal zone,
and provides grants to help states develop and imple-
ment management programs to achieve wise use of
the land and water resources of the coastal zone.

Wetlands Defined

Wetlands are the link between water and land. They
are areas that are covered by water orthat have wa-
terlogged soils for significant periods during the grow-
ing season (the growing season is the average pe-
riod between the last killing frost in the spring and
the first killing frost in the fall). Plants growing in
wetlands are capable of living in soils lacking oxy-
gen for at least part of the growing season. Wet-
lands such as swamps and marshes are often obvi-
ous, but some wetlands are not easily recognized
because they are dry during part of the year.

Types of wetlands include, but are not limited to,
bottom land forests, swamps, pine savannahs,
sloughs, mud flats, bogs, marshes, wet meadows,
potholes and wet tundra. The major wetland sys-
termns are marshes, swamps and bogs. Marshes are
characterized by soft-stemmed plants {e.g., cattails)
which grow both in and out of the water. Swamps
additionally contain woody plants, and some are for-
ested with hardwood trees such as red maple, gums
and ashes. Some swamps, however, are forested
with cedars, spruces, firs and other evergreens.,
Bogs are found mainly in deep glacial lake beds and
are usually covered with moss. Other types of wet-
lands in North America include pocosins - shrub
bogs which occur on low flatlands along or near the
coast and are characterized by broad, shallow stream
basins; vernal pools - seasonal wetlands; riparian
or “stream side” wetlands; and estuarine or salt wa-
ter wetlands.
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Wetlands Ecology

Wetlands serve as buffers, protecting the shoreline
from erosion caused by waves. Wetlands also mod-
erate storm surges from hurricanes and tropical
storms. Wetlands act as natural water storage ar-
eas during floods and storms, reducing potentially
damaging effects by holding high waters and then
releasing them slowly as water levels drop. Wetland
plants often bond soil to their roots, thereby increas-
ing sediment durability.

Wetlands, especially seasonally flooded freshwater
wetlands, often serve as groundwater recharge ar-
eas where rain and surface water filter into underly-
ing aquifers. These aquifers are often sources of
municipal drinking water. Wetlands also fiiter and
remove pollutants (e.g. chemicals, pesticides and
heavy metals) from water by incorporating them into
sediments or through plant uptake, which neutral-
izes and breaks them down biologically, finally re-
leasing the naturally processed elements into the
environment. By removing nitrogen and phospho-
rus, wetlands help prevent the over-enrichment of
water.

Wetlands provide feeding, nesting and wintering ar-
eas for migrating waterfowl and provide fish with
spawning, feeding, cover and nursery habitat. The
USFWS estimates that up to 43% of threatened and
endangered species rely directly or indirectly on wet-
lands for their survival.

Weilands are key to the commercial fishing industry.
Estuarine wetlands provide nursery areas for the vast
array of saltwater wettand dependent fish, shellfish,
and crustaceans. Ecologists warn the loss of cur-
rent saltwater wetlands is affecting the reproduction
of large fish populations.

Wetland Designation

Some areas have already been surveyed and desig-
nated as wetlands. To determine if an area has been
designated as a wetland, contact the local USACE
District Office. If the area has not been evaluated
for wetlands designation, GSA shouid select a wet-
lands coordinator to assist the USACE, FWS, and/
or contractor in wetlands delineation. The determi-
nation of whether an area is a CWA Section 404 wet-
land should be conducted in accordance with the
USACE 1987 Wetlands Delineation Manual. Because
a State may have more stringent delineation guide-
lines, applicable State guidelines should also be con-
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sidered. The person{s) performing the wetlands de-
lineation should provide the following information:

e Wetland delineation maps showing the size, lo-
cation, configuration, boundaries, sample plot io-
cations, local land marks for orientation, names
of water features, north arrow, scale, date, and
persoen(s) conducting the delineation;

¢ \Wetland delineation forms, or similar data sheets,
for each sample site which clearly list the indica-
tors for the soil, vegetation, and hydrology used
to determine the wetland;

s An overall vicinity map of the area which identi-
fies the locations of the various study areas within
the report; and

¢ A narrative report identifying wetlands found and
including the above information.

Wetland determinations must consider three param-
eters: vegetation, soils, and hydrology. The USACE
1987 Wetlands Delineation Manual contains both
general information on hydrophylic vegetation, hy-
dric soils, and wetland hydrology, and positive wet-
land indicators of each parameter, Certain wetland
types, under the extremes of narmal circumstances,
may not always meet all the wetland criteria.

Wetlands Recognition

Wetlands are areas where the frequent and pro-
longed presence of water at or near the soil surface
drives the natural system-—the kinds of soils that
form, the plants that grow, and the fish and/or wild-
life communities that use the habitat. The area has
a strong chance of being a wetland if:

¢ itisin a floodplain or otherwise has iow spots in
which water stands for more than seven consecu-
tive days during the growing season. Cautfion:
Most wetlands lack both sfanding water and wa-
terlogged soils during at least part of the growing
season;

e it has plant communities that commonly occur in
areas having standing water for part of the grow-
ing season (e.g., Cypress-gum swamps, cordgrass
marshes, cattail marshes, bulrush marshes, tule
marshes and sphagnum bogs);

¢ it has soils that are called peats or mucks; or

e it is periodically flooded by tides.

While some wetlands can be easily identified by the
above situations, it may be more difficult to identify
other wetlands. Scientists trained in wetland recog-
nhition must carefully examine the area for indicators
of the three major characteristics of wetlands: veg-
etation, soil and hydrology. One half of the United
States has non-typical wetlands that may exhibit
highly modified wetlands plants, soil, and hydrology.

Loss of Wetlands in the
U.S.

In the United States today, over half of the origi-
nal wetlands have been destroyed. Where once
there were over 200 million acres of wetlands in
the lower 48 states, today there are only 100 mil-
lion acres. The majority of wetland losses are
due to man's activities rather than to natural
causes such as erosion or sedimentation. Twenty
two states have lost at least 50% of their original
wetlands. Seven of those 22 states—California,
lHlinois, Indiana, lowa, Missouri, Kentucky, and
Ohio—have lost at least 80% of their original wet-
lands.

Vegetation Indicators of
Wetlands

Almost 5,000 different plant species can occur in wet-
lands. However, the presence of wetland vegetation
can usually be determined by knowing only a few
species. For example, cattails, bulrushes, cordgrass,
sphagnum moss, bald cypress, willows, mangroves,
sedges, rushes, arrowheads and water plantains usu-
ally occur in wetlands. Other indicators of the pres-
ence of wetland plants are trees with shallow root
systems, swollen trunks (e.g., bald cypress or tupelo
gum) or roots growing from the plant trunk above the
soil surface.

A listing of wetland plants that occur in a specific
area can be obtained from:

e U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (local office);

e« U.S. Army Engineer Waterways Experiment Sta-
tion (WES), Attn: CEWES-EL, 3909 Halls Ferry
Road, Vicksburg, MS 39180-6199; and

s U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, National Ecology
Research, 9720 Executive Center Drive, Suite
101, Monroe Bldg., St. Petersburg, FL 33702,
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Soil Indicators of Wetlands

Approximately 2,000 named soils occur in wetlands.
These soils are called hydric scils and are devel-
oped in conditions where soil oxygen is limited by
the presence of saturated soil for long periods of the
growing season. The U.S, Natural Resource Con-
servation Service (NRCS) has published a list of
hydric soils. Thislist is available from the iocal NRCS
office or from WES. Ifthe soil in an area is listed as
hydric, the area may be a wetland.

if the soil name in an area is not known, evidence of
hydric soil might include:

» Soil made up of mostly decomposed plant mate-
rial (peats or mucks);

» Soil with a thick layer (8 inches or more) of de-
composing plant material on the surface;

» Soil with a bluish gray, gray or dark dull color 10
to 12 inches below the surface. This type soil is
called gleyed soil (gray color);

» Soil that smeils like rotten eggs;

» Soil that is sandy and has a layer of three or more
inches of decomposing plant matter on the sur-
face; and

» Soil that is sandy and has dark stains or streaks
of organic matter in the upper layer 310 12 inches
below the soil surface.

Hydrology Indicators of
Wetlands

Wetland hydrology refers to the presence of water
either above or within the soil for a sufficient period
of the year to significantly influence the plant types
and soils in the area. The most reliable evidence of
wetland hydrology is provided by a gauging station
or groundwater well data. However, the availability
of such information is limited for most areas and,
when it is available, requires analysis by trained ex-
perts. The following indicators provide evidence of
the periodic presence of soil saturation or fiooding:

e Standing or flowing waier chserved for seven or
more consecutive days during the growing sea-
son;

@ Waterlogged soil, meaning the soit glistens with
water at any depth to 12 inches; water can be
squeezed from the soil; or a 12 inch deep hole
contains standing water;

e Water marks on trees or other erect objects, indi-
cating that water periodically covers the area to
the depth shown;

e [Dift lines or small piles of debris oriented in the
direction of water movement;

s Debris lodged in trees or piled against other ob-
jects; and

¢ Thin layers of sediment deposited on leaves or
other objects.

For More Information

GSA is commitied to complying with all laws and regu-
lations pertaining to preserving and protecting the
MNation’s wetland resources. While GSA tries to avoid
wetlands impacts, it is sometimes unavoidable, In
these rare cases, GSA works closely with EPA,
USACE, USFWS, state and local authorities, and the
public to fuily comply with all Federal regulations to
minimize adverse impacts on the wetlands. For more
information on wetlands preservation, contact NEPA
CALL-IN at 202-208-6228.
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(NEPA Call-In is GSA's National Environmental Policy Act

(NEPA) information clearinghouse and research service.

NEPA Call-In is designed to meet the NEPA compliance
needs of GSA's realty professionals.
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Call NEPA Call-In
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